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Volunteering: An Untapped Impact
Abstract
Extension and other volunteer-based organizations have relied upon the number of volunteer
hours as a way of reporting the organization's volunteer value to society. With the current
legislative focus on the "Aging in America" issues, we are in a unique position of promoting a
different type of impact for Extension's volunteer efforts. This article is based upon the efforts of
Johns Hopkins researchers and earlier published works on how volunteering can reduce the
three key risk factors of aging.
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Introduction
Conventional wisdom has held that volunteering is good for the volunteer. There has been a
tremendous amount of published information on the benefits of volunteering. This has ranged from
the dollar value for each hour of volunteering to reducing psychological stresses to improving selfesteem to improving physical health. Most of these "published" materials have relied on opinion
surveys in reporting the benefits to the volunteer. The most significant of these studies was
recently published in the Journal of Urban Health. In this research study, the lead researcher, Linda
Fried, utilized control groups to measure the impact of volunteering on the volunteer.

Methodology
Fried et al. (2004) used a 2-year control study of 128 participants between the ages of 60 and 86.
The participants volunteered at six local public schools in Baltimore, assisting classroom teachers
via direct student contact for a minimum of 15 hours per week. The researchers measured the
three key risk factors of aging: physical, social, and cognitive activity. They measured these key
risk factors by the number of falls, strength, balance, blood pressure, insulin resistance and
changes in brain structure and function (Glass et al., 2004).

Results
The Fried study found a significant improvement in the physical activity, social interaction, and
cognitive stimulation of the participants. A summary of the findings appears in Table 1.
Table 1.
Change in Risk Factors Associated with Aging for Both Groups
Issue

Volunteers

Non-Volunteers

Feeling Stronger (Better Health)

44% Increase

36% Decrease

Blocks Walked

31% Increase

9% Decrease

Stairs Taken/Walked

19% Increase

8% Increase

Support Network

17% Increase

25% Decrease

Kilocalories Expended/Week

25% Increase

5% Decrease

Television Viewing

4% Decrease

18% Increase

More

Less

Grip Strength

21% Decrease

26% Decrease

Falls

50% Decrease

30% Increase

Cane Use

50% Decrease

20% Decrease

Mental Stimulation (no baseline
data)

In summary, volunteers had a larger support network, reported feeling stronger, increased physical
activities, used more calories, watched less television, read more, had fewer falls, and used a cane
less than the non-volunteer group. Fried et al. (2004) stated that volunteers increased their
physical, social, and cognitive activity levels and "(e)ach is an independent predictor of important
health outcomes in late life, including disability, dependency and dementia" (p. 73).

Application to Extension
I will be the first to admit that it is dangerous to make the leap from this excellent, researchedbased but narrowly focused study to other audiences. However, there are several common threads
that can be applied to the Extension program community when taken in context with other studies.
In an earlier study, Luks and Payne (2001) identified some factors critical in improving the health
of the volunteer.
The first critical factor is the need for the volunteer to work with strangers. Helping family
members and friends had little impact on the health of the volunteer. Extension offers volunteers
the chance to interact with a wide range of individuals.
The next critical factor identified was the need for personal contact. Extension will utilize
volunteers in mundane office-related projects or tasks; however, most of our volunteers have
direct contact with individuals, ranging from youth to seniors. The greatest benefit to the Extension
volunteer is from close, personal contact with others.
Finding the right fit is the third critical factor. The volunteer position needs to match the
personality and interests of the volunteer. Extension can offer the volunteer a variety of
opportunities ranging from working with youth in a classroom type setting to training adults on
daily living tasks.
Additional research may be needed to record the actual health benefit for the Extension volunteer.
However, research suggests that increasing physical activity through lifestyle changes is an
effective health promotion strategy for older adults (Anderson, Blair, Cheskin, & Bartlett, 1997;
Anderson et al., 1999). Using these guidelines, Extension could easily promote a secondary impact
of our educational programming: The benefit to the Extension volunteer.
Richard Suzman, National Institute for Aging, stated that these kinds of "programs can reduce
disability and raise cognitive awareness" (Olson, 2004). This leads to lower healthcare costs for
seniors. Given our lawmakers' current interest in the aging of America's population, this becomes
another avenue of reporting our value to society.
Are Extension volunteers getting these benefits?
Does this also aid us in reporting this secondary impact to our funding bodies?
Does Extension already have in place an effective healthcare program for individuals in the
last third of their life so those living longer are healthier?
Extension impacts are everywhere. We need to utilize current research and creative thinking when
selling the total Extension story to our funding bodies.
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